Solution-focused approach to therapy : an overview of the literature by Garwood, Gail L.
University of Northern Iowa
UNI ScholarWorks
Graduate Research Papers Graduate College
1998
Solution-focused approach to therapy : an overview
of the literature
Gail L. Garwood
University of Northern Iowa
Copyright ©1998 Gail L. Garwood
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.uni.edu/grp
Part of the Cognitive Psychology Commons, Counseling Commons, and the Education
Commons
Let us know how access to this document benefits you
This Open Access Graduate Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate College at UNI ScholarWorks. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Graduate Research Papers by an authorized administrator of UNI ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@uni.edu.
Recommended Citation
Garwood, Gail L., "Solution-focused approach to therapy : an overview of the literature" (1998). Graduate Research Papers. 733.
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/grp/733
Solution-focused approach to therapy : an overview of the literature
Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of the Solution-Focused Therapy philosophy, including
some of its basic assumptions and their application in therapy. In doing so, the history of the development of
Solution-Focused Therapy will be examined. Covered in this review is a summary of some of the elements
borrowed from Social Constructionism and traditional therapies. The underlying assumptions of Solution-
Focused Therapy to be examined include its focus on strengths, its particular view of reality (especially in
regard to how expectations and the use of language affect outcome), and understanding change.
The therapist's conceptualization of the client and the therapist's role will also be examined, as well as
purported limitations of Solution-Focused Therapy. Some ways of minimizing these stated limitations will
also be discussed.
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Solution-Focused Therapy is a relatively new therapy with a 
different emphasis than traditional whose main focus is the examination of 
an underlying cause for a problem (e.g. Cognitive Therapy, 
Psychoanalytic Therapy, and Adlerian Therapy). Solution-Focused 
Therapy is gaining popularity, in part, because Managed Care requires 
fewer client sessions. Also, some therapists find it frustrating to attempt to 
use a diluted, short-term version of a traditional therapy. For this reason 
many therapists who have been working from a traditional perspective 
may now be examining the possibilities that Solution-Focused Therapy 
has to offer. 
The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of the Solution-
Focused Therapy philosophy, including some of its basic assumptions and 
their application in therapy. In doing so, the history of the development of 
Solution-Focused Therapy will be examined. Covered in this review is a 
summary of some of the elements borrowed from Social Constructionism 
and traditional therapies. The underlying assumptions of Solution-Focused 
Therapy to be examined include its focus on strengths, its particular view 
of reality (especially in regard to how expectations and the use of 
language affect outcome), and understanding change. The therapist's 
conceptualization of the client and the therapist's role will also be 
examined, as well as purported limitations of Solution-Focused Therapy. 
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Some ways of minimizing these stated limitations will also be discussed. 
Overview of Solution-Focused Therapy's History and Development 
lnsoo Kim Berg, Steve de Shazer, and their colleagues at the Brief 
Family Therapy Center (BFTC) pioneered Solution-Focused Therapy in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin (Berg & De Jong, 1996). The assumptions, 
structure, and procedures of Solution-Focused Therapy were developed 
through the observation of many client sessions over a 20- year period. 
When this group started, their plan was to develop and teach a brief family 
therapy model based on the work of Milton Erickson and Gregory 
Bateson, as the Milan and Mental Research Institute models had done 
(Lipchik, 1992). 
The Brief Family Therapy Center, however, shifted the emphasis of 
therapy away from the Mental Research lnstitute's approach of identifying 
client's patterns of functioning in order to interrupt the problem sequence 
(Berg & De Jong, 1996). Instead, the pioneers of Solution-Focused 
Therapy began to focus on what has worked in the past for the client, with 
emphasis on repeating their solution (O'Hanlon & Weiner-Davis, 1989). 
They shortened the problem exploration phase and placed more emphasis 
on the times when the problem was not present, noticing pre-session 
change as well (Quick, 1996). The assumption was that if change was 
already occurring in the client's desired direction, therapists did not need 
3 
to initiate change, but only encourage its continuation (Quick). Another 
shift from the Mental Research lnstitute's approach, was that Solution-
Focused Therapy pioneers began to pay less attention to how a problem 
was maintained. Rather, they put more emphasis on "doing something 
different" (de Shazer, 1988, cited in Quick). Less emphasis was placed on 
the elimination of symptoms, and more on the achievement of a specified 
goal (Quick). 
Social Constructionism underlies Solution-Focused Therapy. Social 
Constructionism is defined as a "metatheory about people's interpretations 
of the world and their experiences" (Berg & DeJong, 1996, p. 388). It 
examines the way people create meaning influenced by their culture, 
social environment and personal perspective. Some assumptions that may 
emerge from this perspective include a view of reality as created through 
conversation, personal interpretation, and mutual consent (Hoffman, cited 
in Berg & DeJong). The premise is that clients change by making new 
decisions based on "changes in perception, patterns of interacting and 
living, and meaning" (Berg & DeJong, p. 377). In addition, both Social-
Constructionism and Solution-Focused Therapy view clients as experts 
regarding the meaning they attach to events (Berg & DeJong). Other 
phenomena borrowed from Social Constructionism include the use of 
reflective questioning, an emphasis on clients' strengths, and the 

























